A   PREFACE1

ONE day in 1916 Mr. Nigel de Grey, who was then con-
nected with the publishing firm of William Heinemann,
and who is Inevitably the hero of this preface, produced at
luncheon a startling question. Why, he asked, had no man
ever written a whole novel about the events of one evening?
Mr. Martin Seeker and I, to whom the question was addressed,
could not answer it. We felt Mr. de Grey might be wrong in
thinking his idea new. We racked our memories for titles
with which to confute him. We cried: 'Is it true?' and *How
extraordinary!' and 'Surely somelody...' But we could not
recollect a single book which had been written about an
evening.
Could not such a book be attempted? One of us, at least,
perceived a few of the difficulties involved in the writing of
any novel with so restricted a time-table. He saw that the
author of it would need to keep an extremely clear head,
reject stuffing and divagation, and walk a kind of technical
tightrope. But he was a good deal fascinated; and in some
way his imagination was fired by a surprisingly powerful
mental picture of darkness. This was to be a book, not about
a day, but about a night. It was to be a romantic book.
Should he? Could he, without making a fool of himself, write
a book about half-a-dozen hours? About half-a-dozen
people?
He had two things in his favour as the author of such a
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